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SUMMARY. After a hiatus of 30 years an attempt is now being made to re-assess the previously reported very
high esophageal cancer incidence rates in the Caspian Littoral. The extraordinarily high incidence rates found in
the eastern side of the Littoral, were re-confirmed five years ago for the Turkoman region, using esophageal balloon
cytology supplemented by esophagoscopy of suspected cases. The focus this time was on the Ardabil province in the
western side of the Caspian Littoral, where the rates reported 30 years ago were moderately high. A pilot
chromoendoscopic screening program was scheduled for 650 asymptomatic adults from a randomly selected part of
the city of Ardabil and adjoining villages, to evaluate the overall patterns of esophageal disease and to establish the
utility of endoscopy as an esophageal cancer screening tool. 504 healthy volunteers, giving a compliance rate of
77.5%, submitted to esophagogastroscopy without any mishaps. Contrary to expectation, no dysplasia or
esophageal cancer was found in 914 satisfactory biopsy specimens. Total absence of esophageal cancer or precursor
dysplastic changes in the surveyed population in the western part of the Caspian Littoral was at variance with the
cancer registry findings of three decades ago for the western part of the Littoral. A plausible explanation could be
the improved socio-economic conditions and life style changes which have taken place in the recent past all along
the Caspian Littoral, except in the Turkoman Plain.
INTRODUCTION
An unusually high incidence of esophageal cancer in
the Caspian Littoral of north Iran was discovered in
the course of a cancer registry survey three decades
ago.1,2 This was remarkable for its very uneven
distribution: in the western parts of the Littoral, the
age-standardized incidence rates for men and women
were, respectively, 20.1 and 6.2 per 100 000; dropping
to 13.0 and 2.3 per 100 000 in the more central parts;
and rising sharply to 165.5 and 195.3 per 100 000 in
the eastern parts of the Littoral.
The extraordinarily high incidence rates in the
eastern parts of the Littoral were confirmed five years
ago in the course of an esophageal cancer screening
program on 4192 asymptomatic adults in the Turko-
man Plain at the south-eastern corner of the Caspian
Sea (Fig. 1).3 Using esophageal balloon cytology
screening followed by esophagoscopy of suspected
cases, age-standardized rates for men and women
were found to be, respectively, 144.0 and 48.82 per
100 000. The situation at the opposite, western end of
the Littoral has remained unclear, however, with no
recent data available to confirm or refute the findings
of 30 years ago.
Cancer of the stomach cancer appears to rank next
in frequency after esophageal cancer, and is believed to
be the second most common cause of cancer related
mortality in north-west Iran. Unpublished result of a
recent active surveillance for stomach cancer in north-
west Iran showed incidence rates for men and women,
respectively, of 48.90 and 26.77 per 100000 (A.R.
Sadjadi, M.H. Derakhshan, R. Malekzadeh et al.,
submitted). And in a prospective, single center endo-
scopic survey in the same area, more than half of
gastric cancers were found to be localized to the fundus
and cardia regions.4 The situtation in the eastern parts
of the Littoral, as regards gastric cancer, is not known.
An esophageal cancer detection program was
approved by the Iranian Ministry of Public Health,
as part of an overall policy of establishing cancer
registries in select parts of the country. It seemed
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